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Abstract 
Designing literature learning when selecting the content and organizing the learning process can be enriched in 
constantly changing modern learning environments by using drama, theatre, museum visits, publication of students 
original literary work, recital compe
manifested National Curriculum can offer insights into new vistas for aspiring towards educational excellence and re-
mprehension of literature as a means of personality 
development and identity building. 
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1. Introduction 
In 1917, the first Estonian minister and professor of pedagogy, Peeter Põld, posed the quintessential 
question with regard to schools: How can we make our schools acceptable to our students, meeting their 
personal needs and potential interests on the one hand, and on the other, imparting the necessary skills to 
manage their lives?  (Põld, 1917/1993, 145). 
The aim of this paper is to analyse the opportunities of blending the manifested literature syllabus in 
Estonian educational experience. We have provided a historical overview of approaches to teaching 
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literature in Estonian general comprehensive schools, and proposed an approach to meet the requirements 
 
The 21st century was characterised by controversial and parallel tendencies that mutually influenced 
each other. The first is a perceived need to accept common values arising from the processes of 
globalisation; the second aspires  with the aim of avoiding complete uniformity  
ethnic identity and the diversity of cultures that enrich the world  cultural heritage. Both tendencies are 
necessary for the social cohesion and sustainability of a society. The organisation of national education 
deserves particular attention under such circumstances. We have to understand the cultural space in which 
the school is situated, the opportunities for development, and the prospect for creating a cultural space for 
the future (Läänemets, Kalamees-Ruubel & Sepp, 2011, 138). In the 2010 National Curriculum (NC) 
these same sentiments are expressed: the socialisation of a new generation is to be based on Estonian 
cultural traditions, common European values, and familiarity of the main achievements of the global 
culture and sciences (introduction to the NC for Basic Schools, §4). 
The world around us has changed, and so have we. While this could be considered a normal course of 
events, the question remains  do we adequately comprehend the world around us and its people, 
especially the young people whose development general comprehensive schools have an increasing 
 thinking about education should take more account of the 
ethical environment, and of the connections between that environment and education, than it usually does 
now. If education inescapably influences the ethical environment, then equally the ethical environment, as 
 (Haydon, 2006, 
24 25). A moral or ethical environment is comprised of the principles by which we live and the values we 
accept or reject. We could manage without it, but that nevertheless, it helps us to focus our attention on 
something well worth thinking about.  (ibid. 2006, 15). 
2. Research design: problem, methods and materials  
The research problem was to identify learning environments that could be conducive to learning 
s (especially social 
and cultural), the process of learning literature and languages can be varied, which in turn can provide 
more opportunities to accommodate students with different learning styles and capacities. 
The research methods  hermeneutic analysis and text analyses led to the identification of different 
learning environments and their influence on students and their learning processes. The selection of 
methods was facilitated by the wealth of research material available and the diversity of textual sources: 
the NC and subject syllabi for Estonian general comprehensive schools during different time periods, 
study aids (textbooks, workbooks, etc.), research project reports, media articles (including those published 
on the Internet), interviews, statistical data and reports, websites of different institutions (schools, 
museums, cultural and literature centres, libraries), and postings on discussion portals, etc. The meaning 
and impact of the socio-cultural context for designing methods of teaching literature was analysed as 
well. The use of hermeneutical analysis identified data relevant to the research problem, which the 
authors interpreted in the context of the development of Estonian schools. The aim of the text analyses 
was to situate the sources related to teaching literature in the educational milieu of different times and to 
discern their meaning in the wider socio-cultural life of Estonia. 
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3. The characteristics of teaching literature in general comprehensive schools  
3.1. Who are the students we teach, and who are the teachers? 
In 2001, Marc Prensky recommended analysing changes in students  attitudes; he claimed that 
students are not the ones for whom the educational system had been designed, and that the system has to 
start adapting to new educational requirements (Prensky, 2001, 1). A decade ago, Prensky analysed what 
he believed to be the first generation that had grown up with the new technologies, and had spent their 
entire lives with computers, video games, and mobile phones. Prensky decided to call this generation 
s, video 
games and the Internet (ibid.). This implies that young people of this generation have been living in their 
own  fictional  world. Their senses are constantly stimulated and bombarded with (mostly) visual input. 
As a result, they become dependent on this input to sustain their attention. It is very difficult for such 
children to sit and listen to a story or to read to themselves without visual stimulation. This has a 
detrimental effect on their listening and reading development, which are foundational skills. Most mental 
 (Eysenck & Keane, 
2005, 322). 
Language never copes very successfully with rapid changes in society. New terms, fields of action, 
lifestyles, opportunities and challenges overwhelm the world of words. We have no words to describe all 
the new elements in our life. Often we are also unaware of the context. The result is poorly expressed 
feelings, thoughts and opinions  like short news clips. Everything is either  
The result of abbreviated language, poor vocabulary, and clicking on icons instead of forming 
sentences has changed and is continuing to change attitudes towards reading and using standard language. 
However, 
skills are at a great disadvantage.  (ibid., 322). Reading is essential, because it helps initiate young 
people into the culture, which had been created before them and has to be learned. If such contacts do not 
take place, and if they do not learn from them, the culture ends with that individual. And if the culture 
ends, people become uncivilised and forget the meaning of their own existence  (Veidemann, 2011, 1) 
 3.2. How to find the common ground for teaching and learning literature?  
When discussing literature as a school subject we have to include the so-called compulsory reading 
lists, which have always been part of the subject syllabi of general comprehensive schools. In the modern 
world where there is such an obsession with freedom and resistance to any form of compulsion, the word 
possesses negative connotations. Young people are usually predisposed to dislike 
recommended literature, believing it to be boring, difficult, and written too long ago. While it is true that 
the classical literature of the world  and Estonia  is old, that is no reason to automatically reject it. What 
should be considered compulsory? In order to create shared meaning, every ethnic group has to find 
common ground on which to establish universal values and mutual understanding. Without a shared 
reading experience, there will be no common ground for communication or the establishment of 
identity. According to the results of a questionnaire administered as part of Evelin Vanaselja
thesis, -Setting and Selection of the Content for Learning Literature at Upper Secondary Schools 
and their Relevance to S Cultural Awareness and Development of Identities  (n=138), about half 
of the respondents claimed they read compulsory literature because they felt responsible for their studies. 
However, many students chose condensed versions of literary works, and only 17% said they read 
everything recommended with pleasure. The following comments in favour of reading compulsory 
literature were appended: I would not find all these books myself, they help us to get acquainted with 
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different eras and circumstances ; hey help us to write essays and compositions ; e would not 
otherwise read at all ; t enlarges vocabulary with new words and synonyms ; hey widen our 
horizons ; f they are mandatory, it means they are necessary.  In response to the question, 
demotivates you from a lack of time (81%), the 
books were not interesting (75%), and being compelled to read (58%) (Vanaselja, 2011, 36 44). 
Prenski calls the older generation, which in this context also includes teachers, 
socialized  differently from their kids, and are now in the process of learning a 
, 2001, 2). These very different generations meet in the classroom. The presence 
or absence of common ground (shared knowledge and beliefs between the speaker and the listener) is 
important in determining whether they understand each other (Fox, 2005, 370). 
3.3. What is the status of literature as a school subject?  
When describing the status of literature as a school subject in Estonia and elsewhere, as well as in the 
culture in general, we have to agree with Juha Rikama that both its position and the time allotted for it 
have diminished. The low status of literature could, at least in part, be explained by the fact that young 
people have lost interest in literature and their interest has continued to decline, and that this is related to 
the marginalisation of literature in the whole field of communications (Rikama, 2004, 129).  
As we know very well, society influences the curriculum and the curriculum influences the society. 
Accordingly, the selection of a subject and how it is taught has crucial meaning, because it reflects the 
recognised values of that society (Läänemets, 1995, 85). The Estonian media have diligently broadcast 
the message that the literature taught in Estonian general comprehensive schools is too alien to modern 
young students, their needs, interests and aspirations, capabilities and level of development. The press 
seems to think that the syllabus contains a lot of unnecessary material which has been compiled by adults, 
and that their concept of literature and learning requires Herculean levels of effort from students. The 
process of developing the new NC has been extremely difficult and controversial, and the resulting 
official documents released in 2010 have given rise to considerable polemic. The literature syllabi for 
basic as well as upper secondary schools have undergone significant conceptual changes. The former 
takes an open approach to reading and reader-centeredness, but emphasis is still placed on reading and 
interpreting literature. In this context, it is worth recalling that according to the 2009 PISA study, 38.6% 
of 15-year-old students never read anything on their own initiative or for pleasure (Estonian Human 
Development Report, 2011, 106). 
The goals listed in the literature syllabus for upper secondary schools presume that students will come 
to understand the social, historical and cultural meaning of literature  (NC for Upper Secondary School, 
Appendix 1), but it contains fewer literature courses, and the content is still overcrowded and has been 
organised contrary to all existing canons of teaching literature. The most radical innovation is the shift 
from a diachronic presentation of the material to a concentration on the text and critical analysis, and a 
greater emphasis on the most recent literature. According to the description in the literature syllabus, the 
aim of the c
in this field of knowledge, establish connections with other different school subjects. The role of literature 
is considered essential as a factor developing personality and establishing relations between the self and 
the world.  (NC for Upper Secondary Schools, Appendix 1). 
In order to understand literature as the highest form of artistic use of the language, and its meaning as a 
meta-language (poetry, and the integration of literature with other school subjects), students are offered 
elective courses which they need not take if they are not interested in them, or when there is a lack of 
resources. Aspirations to integrate the history of a century and a half of Estonian literature with world 
literature have unfortunately lead to fragmentation and the development of artificial and questionable 
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connections. Literature has not been integrated with learning either the mother tongue or foreign 
languages. Unfortunately, in the common syllabus for teaching foreign languages, there is no mention of 
studying literature written in those languages. We are therefore confronting in Estonia the same situation 
described by Erja Vitikka in her analysis of Finnish curricula: Fragmented and overestimated content of 
curriculum, nor does it support the learning process as a whole.  (Vitikka, 2009, 211). 
Under such circumstances, in which implementing a new and unfamiliar approach is not supported by 
a plan for execution, study aids, in-service training for teachers, or a budget, we might draw on our earlier 
educational and cultural heritage. Teachers can avail themselves of their prior professional experience and 
Estonian cultural traditions to support their teaching of literature and awakening students  interest in 
reading. A valuable idea was expressed in 1917, in the first primary school curriculum, which is older 
than the Estonian state itself: s about what they have seen and 
la for Estonian primary schools, 1917, 
10). Shared stories that develop and strengthen identities can be created at the individual and national 
levels. Identity is closely related to fantasy; therefore, the role of literature has particular importance for 
developing identity as part of the cultural environment. (Mihkelev, 2011, 103). 
3.4. What should be considered when designing the study of literature? 
Teachers are the primary individuals who design the study of any school subject and put it into 
practice. The role of teachers who are responsible for teaching the mother tongue and literature in 
Estonian schools has been noteworthy in many respects  not only because they teach the mother tongue 
as the most essential subject and are the first to lead students to think about and discuss issues from all 
aspects of life, but also because they are respected for their responsibility as leaders who develop 
 mentality, design extra-curricular activities, and transmit national, ethnic and cultural values.  
The role of teachers has changed considerably over time and the well-known metaphor that teachers 
are the salt of the earth no longer seems relevant in the modern context.  
personality and internal motivation are still recognized as essential qualities. If teachers can transfer their 
own love of literature to their students, all the achievements of technology and innovative methods will 
only add to their success. Undoubtedly, there are those who will claim that if we bring so-called old-
fashioned materials into e-environments, innovation has taken place. In fact, we may change only the 
form, but not the substance of learning and knowledge acquisition. The use of new media is not designed 
to replace the printed text, but to lead people to the text.  (Nida, 1999, 130). 
The authors of this article also carried out a research project on behalf of Delta Kappa Gamma 
International Estonia: What makes a good teacher  (2012). The results  819 essays written in Estonian 
and English by general comprehensive school students in grades 5 12  confirm that students value in the 
following order: 1) ir subjects (89%); 2) their ability to make learning 
interesting, versatile and multifaceted (74%); and 3) exposing students to interesting environments where 
they can learn outside of the classroom (57%).  
Designing instruction today still means selecting the content and planning the process of learning. 
Both of these components require consideration of changed and changing learning environments, as 
compared to traditional environments. New environments create new conditions for both teaching and 
learning. We have many more opportunities to design novel and diverse methods of instruction, but there 
is also more material from which to select the content, and this can make informed decision-making 
difficult. 
The following sections provide an overview of the Estonian educational experience, how the so-called 
hidden curriculum can support the study of literature through field trips and other extracurricular 
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activities outside of the classroom. Special attention will be paid to using museums, drama and theatre as 
well as developing creativity, recitation skills and eloquence in the context of studying literature. 
 
4.1. What is the instructional role of the museums? 
Museums are major expressions of cultural identity in every society. In recent decades the role of 
museums all over the world as providers of alternative learning opportunities has been increasingly 
acknowledged. Educational programs offered by museums as informal channels of learning support the 
NC and provide opportunities for spontaneous learning in new and diverse environments. School 
classrooms are for the 3 s: reading, writing and arithmetic, while museums are for the 3 A s: the 
authentic, aesthetic and accessible (Singh, 2010, 73 74). 
In this project we concentrated only on museums related to literature and on their contribution to 
enriching the learning process, as and literature still form 
basic pillars of national identity. Even today we cannot escape the term national literature meaning a 
historically and socially founded structure denoted by language.  , 2010, 32). How can we 
in the constantly changing conditions of the 21st century (globalisation, pop culture, orientation towards 
the present, rapid tempo of living) still keep contact with our cultural heritage, which is always on display 
and valued somewhat differently? One possible answer to this question is provided by Brumfit and Carter 
(2000, 176): Reading of a work of literature can be enriched by skilful use of background material that it 
cannot be read in a vacuum . We can cite examples of positive cooperation between literature-related 
museums in Estonia and our general comprehensive schools. 
Museums dedicated to creative people have collected materials at the most individual and intimate 
level of culture. They simultaneously provide and develop an awareness of history, context and spiritual 
heritage (Vaino 2010). In Estonia, there are 14 museums related to literature, inspired either by authors, 
their times, popular books, or fictional literary characters. The first such museum was founded in the 
small town of Võru in the turbulent year of 1941, and was dedicated to F. R. Kreutzwald, the author of 
the Estonian national epic. This museum, with its imaginary host, the Father of Song, is probably visited 
by all Estonian students at some point in their schooling. Some parts of the national epic are usually 
recited there, and, in accord with the writer , the museum gives an annual scholarship to one 
outstanding student from Võru Upper Secondary School, which bears the name of the great writer. 
Considering the museums of two decades ago, we can see that they have opened up as institutions, 
cultural spaces and attractive places to visit. They have become living environments  which disseminate 
information, but also encourage and support the visitor s personal experience with the aim of encouraging 
students  interpretation and creativity. The Oskar Luts Parish Museum at Palamuse (established in 1987) 
has preserved the site and the spirit of the times of the well-  literary classic 
written by that author in 1912; the film version of the story was produced in 1969, and it is considered to 
be the best Estonian feature film of all time. There are several educational programs including A Lesson 
at an Old School  life in a 19th century school. Students are invited to participate and the 
experience provides lots of fun and arouses emotions, but also imparts knowledge and leads to a new 
awareness.  
The museum dedicated to the most famous Estonian writer, Anton Hansen Tammsaare, regularly 
organises interesting activities for students, such as A School Day in a M A Lesson on a 
Museum at S A Museum in a S  Riita ja Eerik  
C wisdom the writer gave to his children. The 
Boy and the B  presents an introduction to this very thought-provoking short story as well as 
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opportunities to make bookmarks, draw, or solve puzzles of different kinds, which have been assembled 
from old children  magazines. Younger students can play the game Go and Visit Tammsaare , in 
which they travel  to places mentioned in Tammsaare . The performances in the museum
theatre are usually based on works by Tammsaare, but some are also dedicated to highlights of Estonian 
cultural history. The exhibition of items belonging to writers and showing their everyday lives and 
working conditions, A Writer, but Still a Man  (2009), compiled as a joint project with the other 
Estonian literary museums, has become extremely popular. The biggest event organised by museums took 
place during the Year of , 2010) Writers Read  in which 
renowned authors of Estonian classics and their favourite books were featured. There is also an annual 
prize Museum R , which recognises the best exhibition opened that year in an Estonian 
museum. 
Tammsaare museum at Vargamäe, where the writer was born, has become an open learning and 
creative centre in recent decades, and it is the site of many interesting activities. Students can look for 
escaped or lost characters or hidden treasure on the farm; they can also participate in a septathlon  in 
which they have to use old farm tools or decipher clues to solve a mystery. For some years it has been a 
venue where the great classics are performed in the open air, often in the evening, or at night.  
The Eduard Vilde museum offers activities for all age groups of children: kindergarteners are told 
what it means to be a writer ( A Red Sock and Pince-ne ); compulsory school students can play a game 
in which they find out how media reporters, including Vilde, worked 100 years ago. For upper secondary 
school students, there is a card game that promotes reflection on the information provided by the 
museum, or they can analyse the exhibition Estonian Writers Depicted in Caricature   
A joint project of four museums (the E. Vilde, A. H. Tammsaare, Peeter I and Miia Milla Manda) 
takes place during the long days of summer. These activities are well suited to the end of the school year, 
especially considering what Kadriorg Park can offer on an early summer  evening. There are workshops, 
evening lectures, displays, surprise performers, museum exhibitions, and everything is open until 
midnight or the wee hours of the morning. 
Since 2009, a new and very special magnet has attracted children and young people to Haapsalu  
several generations have grown up reading them. Wonderland was initiated and given to Estonia in 2004 
by Ilon Wikland, the Estonian-born illustrator of the Lindgren stories, whose illustrations were inspired 
by her native Haapsalu. There is a woodshed, a stage, an old barn for crafts and workshops, a magic well, 
a movie theatre, a Bullerby kitchen, and in the attic, an extremely untidy living room belonging to 
Karlsson. 
 On January 1, 1975 a special institution   was 
founded. Its mandate is to collect, preserve and research 
original illustrations made for these books. The first donation to the collection was made by Edgar Valter, 
the famous illustrator. The centre also organises seminars, consultations and various activities for children 
in order to promote reading and creativity. 
4.2. Could theatre play a role in education? 
Although drama courses have never been part of the curriculum and Estonian teachers have not 
received any special training, various forms of acting have been always popular at Estonian general 
comprehensive schools. Specialised acting classes, drama clubs and school theatre productions have 
comprised a significant part of the hidden curriculum, the influence of which on the emotional and social 
development of young people is hard to overestimate. Maret Oomer, who has worked in school theatre for 
over 40 years has said: You feel close to tears sitting in a perfectly silent hall with an audience of 300 
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teenagers from whom one can least expect such attentiveness. It is often said that young people are unable 
ly about issues. These people are 
wrong  they just have to attend one festival and they will change their minds immediately. The audience 
is listening most attentively; those teenagers are all ears , 2004). The reception of literature starts 
with listening. Many years  teaching experience leads the authors to believe that students who were read 
to in early childhood are the most open to developing literary sensibilities: they are not afraid to show the 
emotional effects of literature and the message it conveys. They the meaning of a story or poem. 
Listening to literature is important, as it provides a channel to the culture, which reveals our origins and 
the contours of our subconscious  the orally transmitted culture that has guided and shaped us for 
thousands of years (Veidemann, 2011, 1). 
Drama studies can increase bilities, which support 
the development of a balanced personality. It is also a means to strengthen self-discipline. Although 
drama can be a noisy affair, it also teaches children when to be silent, when to listen, and when it is time 
lines (Mõttus, 2009). Theatre is also superb at teaching teamwork. Effective 
collaboration is needed to produce a good performance, and the development of a successful drama club 
may take years of work. Although we often think that the actors on the stage are the most important 
people, those who cue the music or manage the lights are equally essential. Not everyone wishes to be on 
stage  but everyone can contribute in some way to the success of the performance (ibid.). 
Annual school drama festivals were held up until 1980. Regional festivals were organised after that 
date and the top theatre groups went on to perform at pan-Estonian festivals. Currently, there are some 20 
regional and two national drama festivals for lower and upper secondary school students. Students from 
Estonian as well as Russian-medium schools participate in these festivals and there is a special festival  
 held in Narva. There are about 250 school drama clubs in Estonia. In addition, mini-
theatre days are organised in Saaremaa and there are also festivals for drama ensembles of graduates 
called A S Drama festivals for primary school pupils were initiated in 2001, and since 
2003,  Clay Bird  festival has been in existence for children with special educational needs (SEN).  
Representatives of Estonian school drama clubs have participated in Theatre Gatherings for European 
Children since 1994 in Hungary, Germany, Finland, Israel and Estonia (in 2001, with 250 participants 
from 18 countries). Our schools have had cooperative projects with peers from Finland, Latvia, Denmark 
and Sweden, and they have also participated in festivals in Latvia, Lithuania, Russia, Finland, Sweden, 
Germany and elsewhere. Summer theatre schools attracting some 200 participants have been organised 
since 1996 in locations associated with Estonian writers and literature (Vargamäe, Palamuse, Koguva, 
Ahja, etc.) The students rehearse and the event culminates in a major performance. It is difficult to 
classify theatre as art. It is even more difficult to document school theatre activities, as they take place 
within a closed circle of participants, are usually not accessible to regular theatre-goers or historians, and 
disappear even faster than performances in public theatres (Avestik, 2011). 
4.3. What is the power of words? 
The poet Paul-Eerik Rummo has said in an interview (2006): 
 In January, all 77 students of the small Albu Basic School hosted for the ninth time 
 reading competition  From Hansen to Tammsaare  80 guests from 36 schools participated, 
including two students from the Riga Basic School and one from the Aleksandrovka Secondary School in 
the Crimea. Albu parish also awards the annual Tammsaare Prize to the best young writer or poet. 
The following example lists all the activities of Jõgeva Gymnasium, which is in a small Estonian town 
that traditionally supports literature and language learning as part of their curriculum: a poetry 
competition on Friends Day (initiated after St. began to be celebrated in Estonia), a 
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public speaking competition on Mother Tongue Day (March 14, since 1996), district level language and 
literature conferences, and symposia on modern literature for young people. They also host the pan-
Estonian Betti Alver poetry days Starry Hour  (for the 20th time this year), and a poetry contest for basic 
school the Winds  (Maripuu, 2010).  
The 21st poetry recitation competition dedicated to the brothers and poets Juhan and Jakob Liiv takes 
place at Alatskivi in April. All general comprehensive and vocational school students are invited to 
participate. They must recite a poem by Juhan or Jakob Liiv as well as an excerpt of their own choosing 
from a work of prose written by a Juhan Liiv Poetry award winner. 
contest is the longest-running competition for . It was 
established 20 years ago by the parents of a boy who loved to write fairy tales despite the tragic illness 
that claimed his life at a young age. This has always been a popular competition. In 2011, the jury had to 
make its selection from among 423 fairy tales. That year, the topic of the competition was recycling. 
There were many stories about old objects that had been thrown away, how they had been repaired and 
restored to usefulness, and acquired a new happy new life (Kumberg, 2011).  
We should also mention the pan-Estonian literature Olympiads for students in grades 5 12, and 
various competitions for essays and free compositions, etc. (e.g. the 2010 essay contest he Estonia I 
Would Like to Live In  with prizes awarded by the president of Estonia). 
5. Conclusion 
In literature, the individual and social spheres intersect, mutual influence of which result in the 
creation of a new self-image for the nation and the individual. The role of literature in the development of 
an individual, ethnic group or nation has alwa , 2011, 103). Although 
changing times have brought with them new conditions to which schools and teachers must adapt, there 
will always be teachers, students and literature. Bringing them together in the best possible way remains 
one of the greatest educational challenges facing schools in modern times.  
Firstly, integrated approaches to learning can be used to develop national curricula and to create 
supportive environments for the hidden curriculum , which, in concert with the written curriculum, can 
generate and strengthen motivation for learning and identity development. As professional educators, 
teachers are able to see beyond the official documents and make use of the experience of the educational 
culture to date, as well as life around them. Everything we have that is meaningful and valuable must be 
preserved.  
 of literature as an Arts subject at general comprehensive schools can be 
enriched by using drama and the theatre, visiting museums, publishing 
literary works, and holding recitation contests, often in connection with music or film festivals, etc. 
Estonian educational experience in these fields has a long tradition, and ongoing activities can provide 
insights into new vistas for educational excellence. 
 Hence, the position of literature in the hierarchy of young people  depends on their 
comprehension of values. An opportunity to experience literature and its role in enriching the 
development of their personalities makes them informed consumers of culture, who then contribute to the 
sustainability of that culture. In some cases, this nurturing of the creative literary arts can also lead to the 
emergence of new poets and writers.  
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